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In the winter of 1879 a riot broke out at the New Norfolk Hospital for the Insane in 
Tasmania.  The focus was an effigy dressed in a frock and cap that was set alight amidst 
a cacophony of rough music.  The figure represented the Matron, Gertrude Kenny.  
Exploring one woman's biographical trajectory, this thesis will examine the tensions and 
interrelationships between identity formation and imperial ideals of class, race and 
gender. 
 
Gertrude Kenny migrated from Britain to Tasmania in 1858, working initially as a 
parlourmaid to an Anglo-Indian family and then as a nursery governess of a family 
implicated in the a scandal over Aboriginal remains collected  for the Royal College of 
Surgeons and whose fortunes were tied up with Kenny's own. In 1870 she became a 
matron, first training neglected and wayward girls for service and then, in 1878, at a 
hospital for the insane.  Here, convalescing after a serious injury, it was rumoured that 
she was pregnant and she charged the Surgeon-Superintendent with rape.  After an 
enquiry and hearing that found in his favour, Gertrude Kenny was tried for perjury. 
My thesis is divided into four parts. The first, Point of Departure,  maps out my 
theoretical territory and includes the search for Gertrude Kenny's native place and her 
‘placing’ in the period prior to her departure from England. In Part Two, 'Marking her 
Territory',  I build on her context, moving from the almost unknown of her origins to the 
particular households and institutions where she worked. In these chapters, Gertrude 
Kenny forms her colonial identity in a quest for respectability, authority and 
independence. In Part Three and Part Four, the pace changes. In  A Body on Trial, 
Gertrude Kenny, having been coaxed from obscurity, enters the text in full force, often 
in her own voice, and always amidst competing narratives. Her particular female 
embodiment breaks out from acceptable containment, and she is examined, judged and 
pilloried.  The final chapters examine Gertrude Kenny's strategic deployment of the law, 
media and patronage, if not for retribution, at least for compensation and the re-
establishment of her reputation; and how her desire for place, but refusal to be placed, 








This thesis is dedicated to my parents Valerie and David Morris who conceived me on 
the completion of my father's own doctoral dissertation in 1951. 
Both Gertrude Kenny and I, as British immigrants to Tasmania, have been part of a 
process that displaced the indigenous people from this island. The privilege I have 
enjoyed as a doctoral candidate has its roots in Britain's illegal invasion of the land in 
1803. I would like to pay my respects  to the Mouheneenner people and thank their 
descendents for my place here.  
Few people are given the opportunity to undertake a PhD and my thanks go to the 
Department of Philosophy, especially the Gender Studies Unit, at the University of 
Tasmania for taking me on and providing support, and the Federal government for 
awarding me a scholarship to underpin my studies.   
I have been blessed with two extraordinarily generous and insightful supervisors. 
Although both have left the University of Tasmania, they have gone out of their way to 
support me through to the end. Associate Professor Barbara Baird (now Head of the 
Women's Studies Department at Flinders University)  stretched my mind and pushed 
me to interrogate sources, motives and constructs, especially at the beginning of my 
undertaking.  Dr Margaret Lindley, former Senior Lecturer in the University of Tasmania 
History Department and now Media Adviser in the Department of Premier and Cabinet, 
steered me through some very difficult times, knowing exactly the encouragement I 
needed and when. She perceived the whole of my thesis, understanding both the 
drama and tragedy of Gertrude Kenny's life, and  deftly  guided me to thematic tensions 
while always  ensuring an adherence to good historiography. One hundred and thirty 
years after Gertrude Kenny was interrogated in the Speaker's Room upstairs, she was 
the invisible – but honoured  – guest at the table Margaret and I shared in the 
Parliamentary Dining Rooms .   
 
Friday lunches with my good friend Dr Kath McLean have now spanned some fifteen 
years, during which we have supported each other through the production of papers, 
theses, a book and works of fiction. I may have faltered but she always knew I could do 
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it. Kath read my thesis in various stages, and I am especially grateful to her for keeping 
both eyes open for continuity, grammar and typos. She and my dear friend Julia Clark 
dragged me back from obscurantism, and  Julia especially, helped me wrestle outlines 
from inchoate musings.  With Kath, Julia, Annie March, Robyn Mathison, Sue Anderson I 
discussed Gertrude Kenny as if she were someone we all knew well, a mutual aunt, 
perhaps. With Dr Sylvia Martin I have shared the joys and agonies of writing biography. 
Sue Moir and I inspected bricks and mortar. Annie March, my lovely neighbour and 
friend restored my soul when my head has taken possession. To Annie I owe heartfelt  
thanks for introducing me to the serenity of Maryknoll where the Presentation Sisters 
Sarah Hogan and Pat Kingsley provided me with the peace, quiet and solitude to write. 
Their unconditional support made the completion of my thesis possible.  
In the School of Philosophy I want to thank academic staff members: Professor Jeff 
Malpas, Drs Lucy Tatman, Yvette Blackwood, Marcello Stamm, Richard Corry, Anna 
Alomes and Dr Leila Toiviainen;  and the administration staff: Sandra Kellett, Browyn 
Peters, Irene Sawford and Sally Laing. I have enjoyed great support and good friendship 
from fellow post-grads in Gender Studies: Anitra Goriss, Nadia Majouri and Dr Louise 
North; as well as the collegiality of many others – my room-mates in the Silencium, 
including Drs David Moltow, Graham Wood and Anita Van Riet; and Drs Tessa Saunders, 
Hannah Jenkins (with whom I had some strange encounters with Gertrude Kenny), 
Bruce Wilson and Robyne Conway.  I mourn the loss of  Margaret Reardon and  her  
delicious sense of humour. She died on 19th June 2009 shortly before completion,  
My thesis has crossed several disciplines and I have found homes beyond the School of 
Philosophy, most particularly in the Colonialism and Its Aftermath Research Centre. I 
would like to especially thank two of the Centre's creators, Professor Lucy Frost for her 
unswerving support and interest in my work and Associate Professor Hamish Maxwell 
Stewart for his belief in me as a historian. The Removing the Boundaries 
interdisciplinary seminar series run by the English Department provided a  stimulating 
forum for presenting papers, exchanging ideas and meeting people with similar 
interests: Drs Kris Harman, Carol Freeman and Anna Johnston, among others. My thanks 
too to the staff of the Morris Miller Library, especially the Document Delivery Section 
who went out of their way to find obscure publications for me, and Bob Broughton, 
former archivist of the University Archives, who became involved in my search; and the 
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staff of the State Archives and of the Tasmaniana Collection of the State Library of 
Tasmania, especially Tony Marshall. 
Beyond Tasmania, I was very fortunate in being able to participate in the inspiring 
week-long Using Lives post-graduate workshop in February 2006, organised by Dr 
Nicolas Brown at the National Centre of Biography at the Australian National University. 
Shortly before this I was also included in a Master class organised by the Melbourne 
University School of Graduate Studies' Writers' Centre for Researchers and Scholars. 
Both of these were funded by the institutions that hosted them. Transcending 
geographical boundaries I also want to thank the vibrant, generous virtual  community, 
the Victoria List, and Chris Willis who died on 11th November 2004. 
During the course of my candidature I have also travelled to Europe and England and 
am  greatly indebted to many people and institutions there. My greatest thanks go to 
Mary Ellis who put herself wholeheartedly behind my venture, providing me with a 
place to stay in London for many weeks as well as moral and material support.  A 
Bicentennial Scholarship from Menzies Centre for Australian Studies at Kings College, 
London and financial assistance from the School of Philosophy enabled me to travel to 
Britain 2003 where I undertook research in Wales and London. My friend Gill Lewers  
had me to stay, made preliminary forays into Wales – and later ones, too, when I 
needed threads followed up. I received generous help from the Powys County Archives 
Office, Llandrindod Wells, Brecon Museum and the Welsh Borderers Museum in 
Brecon, the National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth, the Gwent Record Office in 
Cwmbran and the West Glamorgan Archive Service in Swansea. I was also able to enjoy 
the cross-fertilisation of ideas at the Interdisciplinary Nineteenth Century Studies 
conference, 'Nineteenth Century Worlds' at the University of Notre Dame, London; 'The 
Body' conference at the Institute of Historical Research, London; ' Hystorical Fictions' at 
the University of Wales in Swansea; the International Federation for Research in 
Women's History conference at Queen's University, Belfast; and the Women's History 
Network Conference in Aberdeen. 
In 2006 I spent longer in London, revisiting the Royal College of Surgeons Hunterian 
Museum archives, the Wellcome Library (Dr Lesley Hall), the Women's Library, the 
British Library, the National Archives and the Institute for Historical Research. I am 
grateful to all the people who assisted me. My thanks to Professor Margaret Bridges  of 
the English Department at the University of Berne in Switzerland who welcomed me as 
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a visiting scholar in April of that year and provided me with an office and the collegiality 
of an academic community. 
My visit to Switzerland in 2007 occasioned by the sudden death of my father  slowed 
down my progress.  Although nothing could replace our weekly conversations, I am left 
with the passion for learning, the joy of imagination, and a desire to probe beyond the 
paradigm, he bequeathed to me.  And I strive for his delicious humour,  engagement 
with life and ability to be at peace with himself. In the aftermath of the accident, my 
siblings stepped into the breach: Rowena (Schwoscht) has given me her unconditional 
love and support for my project. My brother Michael (Brüedsch)  gave me free range of 
his flat above the restaurant Im Juli. I worked from his balcony trying  to recapture the 
threads of my thesis.  
There are many people who have kept me ticking over:  The wonderful crew at the 
Lansdowne Café in all its permutations have let me sit at table 3 for hours at a time, 
writing, editing and proof-reading; Sandra Barber left food parcels on my doorstep; 
Biddy Searl and Kate Webb gave me lifts to Maryknoll; Trudy Hutcheon made sense of 
my chaos; Wooffers and Oliver Fearman made valient efforts in my garden; The 
University's Disability Services stepped in with Dragon when my arm gave up the ghost; 
Liz Cornock and Steven Thomas reunited my body and mind when I had sat too long, 
concentrated too hard; with Dr Caroline Evans I walked on Knocklofty and talked about 
history and with Liese Fearman I walked on Knocklofty and talked about Gertrude.  
My thanks to my daughter, Sulekha , whose whole-hearted engagement with the 
present prevented me from becoming irrevocably lost in the past. She urged me to ‘get 
a life’ without realising that was precisely what I was doing, even though it was 
someone else’s.  
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